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     SDDVA’s field service officers Kevin 
Bowen and John Madsen participated in 
the Yellow Ribbon event in Aberdeen this 
weekend.    
     It’s estimated that 98 soldiers and 35 
family members from the South Dakota 
Army National Guard's Alpha Battery, 1-
147th Field Artillery Battalion and 147th 
Forward Support Company were at the 
event.  The soldiers are home after serving 
on a 10-month deployment to Europe in 
support of Operation Atlantic Resolve, 
which enhanced the U.S. deterrence posture, increased the readiness and responsive-
ness of U.S. forces in Europe, and supported the collective defense and security of U.S. 

allies and partners. 
     FSO Kevin Bowen addressed the group 
on state and federal benefits.    Bowen 
and Madsen also operated an informa-
tional booth affording all to visit with 
them one on one about benefits and ser-
vices. 
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Va guarantees more than 

one million home loans in 

record year 

     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced it achieved a record year in its home loan pro-
gram, by guaranteeing more than 1.2 million home loans in fiscal year 2020, totaling more than $363 bil-
lion, to help veterans afford homeownership. 
     This record loan volume equates to approximately 3,200 loans per day and represents the most home 
loans guaranteed in a single year in the history of the program. 
     Established as part of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, or “G.I. Bill,” the VA Home Loan Pro-
gram’s mission is to help veterans purchase and retain their homes. This includes the opportunity to re-
finance home loans under favorable loan terms. 
     “Accomplishing what our employees and lenders have achieved in 2020 would’ve been unimaginable 
years ago, let alone when this program was first created more than 75 years ago,” said VA Secretary Robert 
Wilkie. “The VA has now backed more than 25 million home loans since the program’s inception and this 
record is indicative of the level of support we provide veterans in helping them attain the American 
dream.” 
     VA-guaranteed loans are made by private lenders. VA’s guaranty effectively eliminates the need for a 
down payment, helping veterans afford home ownership. 
     Veterans must meet eligibility requirements and qualify for the loan amount based on their credit and 
income. The VA encourages veterans to explore VA home loan options by approaching various lenders to 
compare loan costs and interest rates. 
     The VA advocates for veterans by limiting fees that lenders can charge and monitoring for unscrupulous 
lending practices. The VA’s advocacy, along with its minimum property requirements and flexible and sensi-
ble credit standards, help protect veterans’ and taxpayers’ interests. 
     Additionally, the VA has the authority to intervene if a veteran has trouble making mortgage payments. 
The VA can work directly with the veteran and the mortgage company to seek a mutually beneficial resolu-
tion and avoid foreclosure, whenever possible. Through such loan servicing efforts, the VA assisted almost 
120,000 borrowers avoid foreclosure in fiscal year 2020. These actions saved taxpayers over $3.4 billion in 
avoided claim payments. 
     In response to the COVID-19 national emergency, the VA continues to provide new ways to assist veter-
ans. Borrowers who are experiencing a financial hardship due to COVID-19 can contact their mortgage 
company directly or call 877-827-3702 to speak with a VA home loan specialist. 
     Eligible veterans can obtain a certificate of eligibility (COE) for VA home loan benefits through   
eBenefits or by contacting their preferred lender. 
     More information on the VA Home Loan Program, loan volumes by state and county and a video are 
available through these links. 

https://www.va.gov/housing-assistance/home-loans/
https://www.va.gov/housing-assistance/home-loans/
https://www.va.gov/housing-assistance/home-loans/trouble-making-payments/
http://www.ebenefits.va.gov/
https://www.va.gov/housing-assistance/home-loans/
https://www.benefits.va.gov/HOMELOANS/lender_state_volume.asp
https://www.benefits.va.gov/HOMELOANS/lender_county_volume.asp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=50qG712c75U&feature=youtu.be
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     Soldiers from the South Dakota National Guard’s 153rd Engineer Battalion were the first unit in the state 
to tackle the U.S. Army’s new individual weapons qualification course at Camp Ripley, Minnesota, Oct. 3-4.   
     The new course replaces the previous annual marksmanship qualification standards with one that re-
quires soldiers to engage targets faster and to operate as they would in combat. The course prepares sol-
diers to fire their M16 rifle or M4 carbine in positions they may find themselves in during an engagement 
with the enemy.  
     Rather than having magazines pre-positioned and receiving instruc-
tions from a range tower on when to change firing positions or maga-
zines, soldiers are now changing magazines in the midst of changing 
positions, which is much more realistic to how they are expected to 
react in a firefight. 
    The new qualification course now includes four firing positions, or 
tables, where soldiers will engage 40 pop-up targets at varying dis-
tances. The course now also includes a barricade for supported posi-
tions.   
     Soldiers start out in the standing position for one target and quickly 
transition to the prone unsupported position for nine targets. Next, 
they move to the prone supported position for 10 targets and then 
transition up to the kneeling supported position for another 10 tar-
gets. Finally, soldiers stand in the supported position for the last 10 
targets.   
     The soldiers started out in the crawl phase being introduced to the 
new firing positions with the Engagement Skills Trainer (EST) 2000, a 
virtual weapons simulator computer system. The soldiers worked on their shot zeroing/grouping, shooting 
in a gas mask, and night fire.   
     Next, they moved to the zero range, where for the first time they are required to not only have a good 
zero but a good shot grouping to be able to move onto the qualification range. Once on the qualification 
range, soldiers are issued four magazines loaded with 10 rounds each, which are placed into their magazine 
pouches.  
     The soldiers then move to an individual firing lane to begin the course. The course takes about four 
minutes to complete and includes engaging both single and multiple targets, has no administrative calls to 
switch magazines or move positions, and soldiers have to be ready to correct a weapon malfunction, 
should they occur. 
     Soldiers still earn three different proficiencies in marksmanship. To pass, soldiers have to score 23 out of 
40, make 23 to 29 for marksman, 30 to 35 for sharpshooter, and 36 to 40 for expert. 
 

153rd Engineer Battalion 

First in state  to conduct 

new qualification course 
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Va reaches milestone, 

completing nearly half of 

blue water navy disability 

claims received since 

beginning of year 

     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced it has decided more than 34,000 Blue Water 
Navy disability claims under the Blue Water Navy Vietnam Veterans Act of 2019, effective Jan. 1,  — which 
extends the presumption of exposure to herbicides such as Agent Orange to veterans who served in the 
offshore waters of the Republic of Vietnam during the Vietnam War.  
     As of Sept. 30, the VA has processed 34,415 (48%) of 69,570 claims received, of which 24,328 (71%) have 
been granted  — awarding more than $664 million in retroactive benefits to eligible veterans and families. 
     “It’s important we ensure Blue Water Navy Veterans and their families receive the benefits they’ve 
earned,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “As a result, the VA will continue to get the word out via our so-
cial media channels, PSAs and VSOs — to ensure every veteran who is eligible applies as soon as possible.” 
     The VA also collaborated with the National Archives and Records Administraton to digitize all Navy and 
Coast Guard deck logs for ships with known Vietnam service. Digitization of the Navy deck logs was com-
pleted in December 2019 and Coast Guard deck logs were completed in September. As part of the agree-
ment, the VA provided digital images of the deck logs to NARA to make digitally available in the National 
Archives Catalog. Veterans may contact inquire@nara.gov if the deck log they are seeking is not available in 
the National Archives Catalog. 
     If you your claim was denied,  click here on how to appeal a VA claim decision. 
For assistance in filling a claim, Veterans may contact approved Veterans Service Organizations. 
Learn more about Agent Orange exposure and VA disability compensation or call 800-827-1000 for more 
information. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/299/text
https://www.va.gov/disability/eligibility/hazardous-materials-exposure/agent-orange/
https://www.archives.gov/
http://catalog.archives.gov/
http://catalog.archives.gov/
https://www.va.gov/decision-reviews/legacy-appeals/
https://www.va.gov/vso/
https://www.va.gov/disability/eligibility/hazardous-materials-exposure/agent-orange/navy-coast-guard-ships-vietnam/
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Good afternoon fellow veteran advocates! 
     I was hopeful the Regional Office would be able to open to the public earlier this 
month and was recently hopeful November 2nd would be our date for seeing our 
veterans in person again.  Unfortunately, this Pandemic is not cooperating with 
those hopes.  Due to the recent uptick in cases and positivity rate, almost 1,000 
additional cases today (Oct. 28) and a positivity rate of almost 42% today (Oct. 28) 
in Minnehaha county, I regret to let you know we are going to have to postpone 
seeing the public.   
     Again, I thank you for your flexibility and patience while we keep our veteran 
and employee health interests a top priority.  
     I will, of course, keep each of you posted as we, hopefully, progress to a healthi-
er situation in our community.   
     Thanks again for all you do for our veterans and their families and let me know if 
there is anything that VBA can do to make this unusual situation better for our veterans and their families. 
 
Shawn Bohn, Dakotas Regional Office Director 
(605) 333-6839 

Update from Dakotas 

Regional office director 
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     In support of America’s military members and families, U.S. Secretary of the Interior David L. Bernhardt 
announced at the Iowa Gold Star Museum that Gold Star Families and U.S. military veterans will be granted 
free access to national parks, wildlife refuges and other Federal lands managed by the Department of the 
Interior starting on Veterans Day (Nov. 11) this year and every day onward. 
     For purposes of this program, a veteran is identified as an individual who has served in the United States 
Armed Forces, including the National Guard and Reserves, and is able to present one of the following forms 
of identification: 
• Department of Defense Identification Card 

• Veteran Health Identification Card (VHIC) 

• Veteran ID Card 
• Veterans designation on a state-issued U.S. driver’s license or identification card 
     Gold Star Families are next of kin of a member of the United States Armed Forces who lost his or her life 
in a “qualifying situation,” such as a war, an international terrorist attack, or a military operation outside of 
the United States while serving with the United States Armed Forces. 
     Entrance fees for the National Park Service and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and standard amenity 
recreation fees for the Bureau of Land Management and the Bureau of Reclamation sites will be waived for 
veterans and Gold Star Families. They will have free access to approximately 2,000 public locations spread 
out across more than 400 million acres of public lands, which host activities to fit any lifestyle, from serene 
to high octane, including hiking, fishing, paddling, biking, hunting, stargazing and climbing. 
     Many Department managed lands have direct connections to the American military, such as frontier 
forts, Cold War sites, battlefields, national cemeteries, and memorials. These special places pay tribute to 
our veterans and serve as reminders of their courage and sacrifice throughout the history of our nation, 
from Minuteman National Historic Park where colonists stood in defense of their rights, to Yellowstone Na-
tional Park, which was protected from vandalism and poaching by the 1st U.S. Cavalry before the National 
Park Service was established, to Mount Rushmore where modern warriors attend reenlistment ceremo-
nies. 
     The Interagency America the Beautiful National Parks and Federal Recreational Lands Pass Program al-
ready includes a free annual pass for active duty members of the U.S. Military and their dependents. Other 
free or discounted passes are available for persons with permanent disabilities, fourth grade students, vol-
unteers, and senior citizens age 62 years or older. 
     The Department also offers free entrance days for everyone throughout the year to mark days of cele-
bration and commemoration including the birthday of Martin Luther King, Jr., National Public Lands Day, 
Veterans Day, and the signing of the Great American Outdoors Act. 

Gold star families and 

veterans granted free 

access to national park 

system 
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     Check your mailbox or your 
inbox.  If you received a letter 
similar to the one on this page, 
you should act on it now.    

     For more information, we 
encourage you to visit the three 
links below.  

 

 

 

 

https://tricare.mil/Plans/Enroll/Select/SelectFeesFAQs 

https://www.tricare-west.com/content/hnfs/home/tw/bene/enroll/allotment.html 

https://tricare.mil/SelectEnrollmentFees 

Tricare open enrollment 

https://tricare.mil/Plans/Enroll/Select/SelectFeesFAQs
https://www.tricare-west.com/content/hnfs/home/tw/bene/enroll/allotment.html
https://tricare.mil/SelectEnrollmentFees
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     The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) began using its new electronic health record (EHR) system 
Oct. 24 at select VA facilities in the Pacific Northwest and Las Vegas, marking the beginning of a transfor-
mation in how VA delivers care to veterans. 
     More than 24,000 veterans receiving primary care at the Mann-Grandstaff VA Medical Center (VAMC) in 
Spokane, Washington, will benefit from the VA’s first full imple-
mentation of the new software, which provides VA health care 
staff with a modern EHR that is interoperable with the Depart-
ment of Defense (DOD), U.S. Coast Guard and community care 
partners. 
     “This milestone is the result of 27 months of planning, collab-
oration and steadfast work by our Electronic Health Record Mod-
ernization (EHRM) team, the Cerner team, leaders, and staff 
across the VA and our partners within DOD,” said VA Secretary 
Robert Wilkie. “This is an historic step toward creating a seam-
less health care experience for veterans, from the time they en-
ter the military through their care at the VA.” 
     The new system puts VA and DOD on a single electronic 
health record, which improves veterans’ health care experiences 
by eliminating their need to keep or carry paper records detailing 
care received from either department. Care providers from both departments will be able to view, update 
and securely exchange patient data in the new system, which also enables increased information sharing 
with providers in the communities where veterans live and receive care. 
     In addition to the launch at the Mann-Grandstaff VAMC and its four community-based outpatient clinics 
located in Wenatchee, Washington; Libby, Montana; Coeur d'Alene, Idaho; and Sandpoint, Idaho. VA also 
began using the new system at the West Consolidated Patient Account Center, the VA business operations 
facility in Las Vegas that supports billing for the Pacific Northwest.  
     The new EHR system complements VA’s longstanding health record system, Veterans Health Information 
Systems and Technology Architecture, also known as VistA, and Computerized Patient Record System at 
these sites. The EHRM program will continue rolling out the new software until it is in place nationwide at 
all VA facilities by 2028. 
     Learn more about VA’s EHRM program.  

Va launches new 

electronic health record 

system in pacific 

northwest 

https://www.ehrm.va.gov/
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Nov 7—BHSU Hero Appreciation Game—Lyle Hare Stadium—Spearfish—1:00 pm (MT) 
Nov 11—SSG Jason W. Montefering and SGT Jeremiah Boehmer Fallen Hero Bridge Dedication—Parkston  
     High School Auditorium—9:00 am (CT) 
Nov 11—State Offices are closed 
Nov 13—VABHHCS VSO Congressional Forum—Domiciliary Auditorium—Hot Springs VAMC—10:00 am (MT) 
Nov 13—Virtual Legal Clinic—9:00 am—5:00 pm (CT) 
Nov 26-27—State Offices are closed 
Dec 8—Governor’s State of the Budget Address—1:00 pm (CT) 
Dec 14—Wreath Laying Ceremony—Capitol Lake Flaming Fountain—Pierre—11:00 am (CT)  
Dec 24-25—State Offices are closed 
Jan 12—Governor’s State of the State Address—1:00 pm (CT) 
Jan 13—SDDVA/SD Veterans Council Legislative Reception 

 
 
 
 
 

Audry Ricketts, Public Information Officer 

South Dakota Department of the Military https://military.sd.gov/default.html 

South Dakota Department of Veterans Affairs https://vetaffairs.sd.gov 

Soldiers and Sailors Building  -  425 E Capitol Avenue 

Pierre, SD 57501 

Phone: 605-773-8242  

E-mail address: audry.ricketts@state.sd.us 
 

 

Upcoming events 

A big shout out and thank you  
to all that have been sending 
cards to our veterans at the 
State Veterans Home.   Keep it 
up!   Our heroes are enjoying 
them.    Cards can be sent to: 
Lanae Romey, Senior Secretary  
MJF State Veterans Home 
2500 Minnekahta Avenue 
Hot Springs, South Dakota 57747 
 

Some of the great cards  
that have been received  
so far! 

https://military.sd.gov/default.html
mailto:audry.ricketts@state.sd.us

